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smile like brass 


by chuuyasoup 


Summary 


Upon arriving at the scene, it’s hard to say whether turning up just five minutes earlier 
would have made much of a difference. 


As it stands, there is a lot of blood. Too much blood to be explained away, and too many 
strong residuals to be traced back to anyone other than Satoru. 


Or, Suguru arrives at the Time Vessel Association hideout a little too late. This changes 
things. 


Notes 


i have been working on this for so long i have no idea if it's any good anymore but here u 
go! this au was inspired by halveablock's amazing role reversal art (u can find them on 
twitter under the same name, go follow them!). 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Upon arriving at the scene, it’s hard to say whether turning up just five minutes earlier would have 
made much of a difference. 


As it stands, there is a lot of blood. Too much blood to be explained away, and too many strong 
residuals to be traced back to anyone other than Satoru. 


“What did you do?” Suguru asks faintly, staring down at his best friend. The boy in question is 
busy wrapping a body back up in a sheet—Amanai’s, Suguru thinks. He doubts that Satoru would 
take as much care with any of the other scattered corpses littering the ground of the hideout. 


Satoru doesn’t look surprised to see him. He just keeps on arranging that sheet, tucking a limp arm 
underneath a bloodstained fold with a surprising level of gentleness. 


“Oh, you’re here,” he says, like his hands and clothes aren’t painted red. “You’re a little late.” 


Suguru inhales very slowly. He exhales. He takes stock of the scene and keeps calm, because that 
is what he has trained himself to do ever since waking up one morning to a drooling curse hovering 
above his five-year-old face. 


“You killed everyone here,” he says levelly, moving further into the room. His shoes squelch with 
every step. “Why?” 


Satoru shrugs, pulling the sheet taut and lifting Amanai’s corpse into his arms as he stands. “Does 
it really matter?” 


“Of course it matters,” Suguru replies evenly. “For something like this...you should have a reason.” 


Satoru’s uncovered eyes sweep over the mess of bodies, distant. Or maybe he’s shell-shocked. It’s 
always hard to tell with him. “They were celebrating when I got here.” 


The tackiness of his own drying blood is itchy under his clothes. He hadn’t wasted time showering 
after Shoko found him—had just thrown on the new uniform she’d handed him and walked 
numbly towards the elevator, up the steps, and towards Satoru’s body. 


Or, the spot where his body had been. 


There’d been nothing left but a terrifyingly large pool of blood. His eyes had burned. Of course 
someone had stolen it. The bounty on Satoru’s head had never gone away—the deterrent was just 
that no one was ever brave enough to collect. But his corpse would bring in a sizable pile of cash 
on the black market, brutalized or whole. 


And yet Satoru, never one to miss a chance to subvert expectations, is alive. Suguru almost wants 
to laugh at his own initial panic, because only a fool would believe that Gojo Satoru could be 
killed. Suguru thinks that even when he’s aged and gray he’ II still defy death with an arrogant 
smirk and relentless surety. 


Celebrating, Satoru’s voice echoes again, eyes like ice. They were celebrating. 


The moment’s already passed, but Suguru can piece the scene together from the scattering of 
crushed bodies, bones blooming through skin like a morbid bouquet of roses. Unraveling intestines 
spilling out of rent-open stomachs. And before that, a smiling, faceless crowd. A common evil. He 
swallows down the taste of something sour crawling up his throat. 


“Did it make you angry?” he asks Satoru, searching for some sort of affirmation, because all he 
sees on his friend’s face is a blank, awful nothing. Like someone’s taken a cloth and wiped all 
traces of expression away. 


Satoru’s eyes are glazed. 
“Honestly,” he admits. “Not really.” 


There’s the crux of it. Suguru inhales again. Exhales. Steps forward, blood beneath his shoes, and 
takes Amanai from Satoru’s arms. 


Satoru has, in cold blood, murdered several dozen civilians. Every single one of them non-jujutsu 
sorcerers—just average people with a sickness so strong staining their hearts, Suguru can sense the 
vestiges of it seeping from their dismembered limbs. Even so, this is an act that can’t just be 
explained away. 


A large part of him is horrified. This isn’t what he knows. Save others is what he’s been taught, 
even at the expense of yourself. Satoru has taken that assertion and torn it up, smeared it beneath 
his feet like it’s common trash. 


He wants to be furious. It feels like a moral obligation to get angry and demand a better explanation 
for what Satoru has done, but then Amanai’s limp arm slips from under the sheet and Suguru just 
feels ill. 


It isn’t easy to acknowledge everything that he’d invested in her happiness. It felt right, what he and 
Satoru were doing. Letting her make her own choices. Letting her live on her own terms. The 
bitterness and grief at her death is hard to swallow. It’s selfish, maybe, but some part of him had 
looked at Amanai and seen himself. 


In the end, all that her death amounted to was this. A mass of corpses with no resolution. And a 
blatant violation of the law, standing in front of him almost robotically. Suguru’s nails sink 
grooves into the calloused skin of his palms, and he looks back at Satoru whose bloodstained 
clothes and face are still unforthcoming. 


He has only a few minutes to choose. Suguru makes up his mind. 


“You can’t go back,” he tells him, and Satoru’s eyes dart to meet his. Suguru nods at the bodies, 
nausea twisting his gut. “You killed civilians. They’re going to call you a curse user, Satoru. 
You’ ll be executed.” 


And the reality of it hits him hard, but Suguru locks it away somewhere else where he won’t have 
to unpack it until later. Right now, they are here. Caught in the moment where no one knows what 
he’s done except for Suguru. They still have a little time before nothing is ever the same again. 


Satoru is shaking his head slowly. “They can’t execute me.” 
“They will,” Suguru stresses. 


“They can’t.” 


Suguru stares at him hard, pressure building in his skull. He sounds so certain. 
“No one,” Satoru says, “can kill me.” 


And it’s a little ironic coming from the person who was supposedly dead just hours ago, but 
Suguru supposes that’s his point. Somehow the assassin failed, even if he managed to get past 
Satoru—a feat that should have been impossible without taking his life. He’s still not sure what 
happened. He wonders if he’ Il ever find out. 


“Then what are you going to do?” Suguru asks. He needs to know. If he were following 
regulations, he’s supposed to be arresting Satoru for his crimes. How laughable. 


Satoru shrugs, scratching his neck. His eyes are fixed on Amanai. “I dunno. I mean—I’m not ready 
to leave the school. Nothing’s packed.” 


It’s true. Satoru’s things are spread out across a wide range—on his floor, under his bed, in his 
closet. In Suguru’s closet. He’s so unorganized, it’s painful. Suguru’s pretty sure some of his own 
uniforms have accidentally made their way to Satoru’s dorm. With how often they’ re in and out of 
each others’ rooms, it’s to be expected. 


Then he shakes his head in disbelief. As if packing should be at the top of the priority list. 
“Satoru,” Suguru says, a little desperately. “You can’t go back.” 


Satoru turns to him then. Blows out a long breath of air, raises an eyebrow. “Why? What are they 
gonna do, arrest me?” 


They go back together. It would almost be funny watching the shock spread across the faces at the 
college, but Suguru doesn't even have it in him to smile. 


Satoru does. 


He grins at Shoko across the courtyard and waves, audibly snorting at the way the cigarette she’s 
got between her lips drops to the ground as her jaw goes slack. Yaga-sensei, to his credit, doesn’t 
flinch at Satoru's vengeful-spirit-like appearance, but then he’s had years of practice dealing with 
scenarios like this. 


Well, not exactly like this. 


“So you’re alive,” Shoko says after regaining her composure and sliding another cigarette out of its 
package. Actually, Suguru takes it back—Yaga-sensei’s definitely distracted if he isn’t berating her 
about that flagrant transgression. “Coulda told me that before you ran off, y’ know.” 


Satoru shrugs. “Couldn’t waste time. I had to intercept that guy before he got away.” 


Shoko’s squinting at them both. Suguru wishes he could school his expression into something 
less...he’s not even sure what the look on his face is like, but if it’s anything like the leadeness in 
his chest, she’ ll sniff out that something isn’t right in no time. He’s still processing the weight of 
the last few hours. There’s something about watching someone get shot in the head that isn’t quite 
the same as coming across the messes that curses leave behind. 


“Who healed you?” she finally asks. Yaga-sensei grunts in agreement beside her, arms folded over 
his barrel chest. “I found Geto, but no one else saw you.” 


Satoru’s grin grows a teasing edge. 
“Believe it or not,” he says, pointing at Shoko. “You’re not so unique anymore.” 


It takes a second for it to register, and another for Shoko’s eyebrow to rocket up in surprise. “Oh? 
You figured out reverse cursed technique?” 


Is that what happened? Suguru twists to stare at him in surprise—it isn’t an easy technique, and 
Shoko’s the only sorcerer he knows that can do it. Satoru looks far too fucking smug. 


“That'd be it.” 


It’s impossible to tell if she’s annoyed or not. She slips the cigarette between her lips and taps her 
chin several times. Then she looks at Suguru. “Got a light?” 


“He does not,” Yaga-sensei finally interrupts, and Suguru quickly pulls his hand back out of his 
pocket, guilty. “Shoko, no smoking on school grounds. Satoru—what happened to the assassin?” 


Satoru’s grin drops. “Dead.” 


It hangs in the air. None of them touch it. Yaga-sensei runs a hand along the side of his cropped 
hair. “And Riko Amanai’s body?” 


Suguru answers this time, before Satoru can say something cruel like what does it matter. “Being 
taken to the morgue.” 


“Alright,” Yaga-sensei says slowly. His hand travels to his temple, fingers massaging a forceful 
circle. “Alright. Go get cleaned up. I want to speak with both of you after that.” 


They exchange looks very briefly. They will have to lie. It won’t hold for very long, not when the 
inevitable investigation occurs and the bodies are traced back to Satoru. But for now, for the short 
amount of time that they have, Suguru can’t let anything slip. 


“Let’s go, Suguru,” Satoru calls, and Suguru realizes late that he’s already started moving. He 
averts his gaze and quickly hurries to catch up. They’re both filthy. Satoru’s clothes are so 
drenched in drying blood, they crinkle as he walks. 


“What now,” he asks lowly when Satoru is within earshot and the others are out of it. Satoru 
glances at him and it hits Suguru that his sunglasses are still missing. They must have gotten lost or 
broken during the fight. 


Satoru scratches his cheek. “Don’t know yet, to be honest. Man, I’m tired.” 
This guy. “Seriously? You’re just gonna go to sleep here after all that?” 


Satoru sighs. “It'll take another day or so for someone to find and report the bodies. Then the 
investigative team will head out, and then they’Il spend another day in denial that it was me. [ll 
have time to sort out everything before then.” 


He counts off on his fingers like it’s a game to him. One that he’s not even worried about staying a 
step ahead of, by the way it sounds. The gut-churning anxiety returns full force. Everything is 
going to be turned upside-down in the coming days and Satoru’s so calm he might as well be 
talking about the goddamn weather. 


“You can’t expect them to go easy on you,” Suguru hisses, careful to remember that Yaga-sensei’s 


eyes are still on them as they approach the dorms. “You violated Article 9 —you practically signed 
your own kill-on-sight order. You have to—” 


“Look,” Satoru interrupts, and the way his tone suddenly plummets into exhaustion stops Suguru 
short. His eyes settle wearily on his face. They’re probably aching after being strained and left 
uncovered for so long. “I just want a few hours, okay? I’m tired, Suguru.” 


It’s the way he says his name that shuts him up. Suguru presses his lips together, a familiar ache 
expanding in his chest. 


He’s really fucking tired too, if he’s being honest. 


“Fine,” he mutters, running his fingers over the back of his head where his bun feels like it’s pulled 
too tight. “Alright. A few hours.” 


Relief. It’s the first real expression he’s seen on Satoru’s face today. Suguru looks away. 


“We still have to talk about this,” he says off to the side. “You know it’s not something we can 
ignore, right?” 


“T know,” Satoru replies. He isn’t looking at him anymore either. “Obviously.” 


They’re supposed to go see Yaga-sensei after they’ve showered, but Satoru ends up falling asleep 
in his room (Suguru checked) and doesn’t look like he’s planning on waking up any time soon, so 
Suguru returns to his own. 


Water soaks the back of his shirt as he sits on his bed and leans back against the headboard, staring 
at the ceiling. His hair is dripping all over his sheets, but Suguru can’t be bothered to wrap it in a 
towel. 


Someone will come looking for them eventually. Or maybe they’ ll actually show an ounce of 
consideration and leave them be for a little while. Then he snorts. Unlikely. 


The word ‘break’ is one he hasn’t heard in a while, outside of ‘lunch break’ , or ‘cigarette break’ if 
Shoko is around. The responsibilities that come with the title of Special Grade are inexhaustive, to 
say the very least. They’re the only ones who can handle certain jobs, the only ones guaranteed not 
to die against curses that feel like they’re growing more and more overwhelming by the day. It 
doesn’t matter if they’ ve returned from two consecutive missions or twenty. People tend to die if 
they don’t act. 


Suguru thinks that maybe, coming into this, he hadn’t quite recognized the sheer scale of that 
obligation. 


Fifteen and sixteen don’t seem as though they should be very far apart, but he feels worlds away 
from the kid he’d been when he was invited to Jujutsu Tech, talked up for his unique technique. 
He’d been so cocksure back then. 


Distantly, he wonders how his parents are doing. Their goodbye when he left for the school had 
been stilted—they never said it outright, but Suguru knows they’d been uneasy about their son who 
claimed he could see monsters and the college that promised to address that issue. He’s spoken to 
them a few times over the years. The phone calls are always brief. 


Satoru looks at him strangely whenever they come up in conversation, though it’s rare in the first 


place. The subject of family is touchy for both of them—Satoru won’t give any details, but it’s 
clear there’s been some sort of disagreement between him and his own. Suguru’s not surprised; 
Satoru is as non-traditional as it gets. 


So they don’t talk about it, mostly. It’s fine. Suguru likes the fact that the meaning of ‘family’ has 
started to lose its strict traditional sense, anyway. 


He counts the specks on his ceiling and breathes. What will be left for him with Satoru gone? 


There’s a soft knock on the door, then. Suguru lifts his head back up. It’s probably Shoko—Yaga- 
sensei’s knock sounds more like a brick against concrete. “Come in.” 


It is Shoko. The lingering trace of cigarette smoke follows her into his room as she steps through 
the doorframe and pauses at the base of his bed. She doesn’t say anything. Suguru raises an 
eyebrow. Shoko raises one back, and for thirty seconds neither of them budge. 


Always a losing game with her, though. Suguru sighs, lacing his fingers together in his lap. “What 
is it?” 


“Well,” Shoko says, tilting another stick from her pack. Suguru shoots her an exasperated look. 
“Not in here. Geez.” 


“My lighter’s in my room anyway,” she says, rolling her eyes and pushing it back in. “Lend me 
yours. What if I lean out the window?” 


He’s not gonna concede on this one. “Nope. Go contaminate your own bedroom.” 


“Mm, another time.” Shoko pockets her pack and leans forward, resting her arms against the 
baseboard. “You gonna tell me what happened, or what?” 


Great. The question he’s been trying to avoid. 


“T don’t know much,” Suguru tells her. “That’s something you’re gonna have to ask Satoru when 
he wakes up. You already know [ arrived late.” 


Shoko twirls a strand of hair around her finger, unimpressed. “He’s sleeping, huh? Convenient.” 
Suguru crosses his arms. “Yeah, well, he pulled a few all-nighters. He’s gonna be out for a while.” 
She stares at him, face unreadable. “Sounds like this mission was rougher than I thought.” 

Suguru grimaces. “Well. It was.” 

“Not like you two to admit something like that.” 


It’s true. Doesn’t mean it feels great to hear. They’d both fucked up, badly. Choosing to remain in 
Okinawa had been a mistake, and the fact of the matter is that the blame lies on both his and 
Satoru’s shoulders. 


And none of that even begins to encompass the way it all ended. 


It’s silent for a long moment. Shoko’s nails trace the grains of the wood, running along the maze of 
lines and whorls. Suguru turns his head to stare out at the flowering tree outside his window. Its 
petals are already starting to fall. He’ll have to remember to keep the screen closed if he wants to 
avoid another mess in his room. 


Shoko’s sigh breaks the quiet. Suguru looks back at her too quickly, incisor tooth clamping down 
on the skin of his cheek. 


“IT know something happened that you’re scared to talk about for whatever reason,” she tells him. 
She sounds exasperated. Suguru’s shoulders raise defensively, but she stops him with a hand. “All 
I’m saying is, you two are not great liars. Sorry.” 


“Noted,” Suguru mutters. He slumps back down. “So what?” 
“So nothing.” Shoko shrugs. “Better come up with something believable to tell Sensei.” 


Is that even going to be necessary? All they need to do at this point is delay the inevitable. There’s 
no halting what’s already been set into motion. It’s like Satoru said—they have at most a day or so 
of normalcy. 


When he doesn’t respond right away, Shoko spins on her heel. “Well, good luck.” 


“Where are you going?” he calls after her as she walks out of his room. She pats her pocket of 
cigarettes without looking back and Suguru shakes his head. Figures. 


Shifting, he lowers himself fully onto his own mattress, head sinking into his pillow. If they are 
lucky, Shoko will tell Yaga-sensei that they’re both asleep and they can put off the impending 
interrogation a little while longer. He should probably start working out a story to collude with 
Satoru on so they don’t contradict each other and wind up in a mess of trouble. 


But even with his eyes wide open and his mind running, all Suguru can see in the innocent beige 
corners of his bedroom is the bloody stretch of carnage, gaping and open like a festering wound. 
He shivers. 


His last thought is that it’s strange, somewhat, that he is more worried for Satoru than horrified by 
what he’d done. 


Suguru must actually fall asleep at some point, because he wakes up to Satoru shaking him. 


He groans, throwing up an arm to knock Satoru’s hand from his shoulder, and cracks open a lid. 
His eyes feel disgusting, practically sewn together with sleep crust. How long has he been out? 


“Time‘s it?” Suguru asks blearily, blinking. His room is mostly dark—it must be evening. But 
when he fumbles for the cell phone on his nightstand, 5:43 am stares back accusingly from the 
screen. 


He’d slept the rest of the day and almost through the night? Suguru squints at it, willing the 
numbers to change. They don’t—the time he’s lost remains mockingly stagnant. 


“Rise and shine,” Satoru whispers. He’s dressed already, Suguru realizes as his eyes grow 
accustomed to the dim light. In a black and white hoodie, actually—one that Suguru recognizes 
well. 


“Ts that my hoodie?” he hisses. Sure enough, his closet door is open and another hanger is empty. 
Satoru must have rummaged through it before waking him up. Satoru shrugs, pulling his own 
phone from the hoodie pocket to tap something out on the screen. 


“Uh, maybe.” 


Suguru stares at him groggily for several seconds longer, then kicks his way free from the sheets 
entangling his legs. “What’s going on? Did something happen?” 


As soon as the question leaves his mouth, adrenaline kicks in like a shot of energy drink. Like the 
little orange bottle he’s seen Satoru swig from when he’s planning on staying up all night, either 
for a mission or a video game marathon. Have they found the bodies early? Satoru still looks too 
unworried. But then, Suguru cannot picture the sort of face he would be making if he were found 
out. 


“Relax,” Satoru says, flipping his cell shut. “Nothing happened yet. Get dressed, I wanna be out of 
here before Yaga-sensei comes looking.” 


Suguru pushes himself out of bed on autopilot, still bewildered. Satoru’s leaving already? He wants 
Suguru to come with him? Something twinges inside his chest. “Where are you going?” 


Satoru looks up at him. He’s wearing his shades even now, but Suguru can see the faint blue glow 
of his eyes from where they slip down his nose. “Just to hang out in the city. I don’t wanna mope 
around the school all day waiting, plus we can put off talking to Sensei. No one will notice if we 
leave now.” 


Suguru plays with the hem of his wrinkled white t-shirt. “He’s gonna be pissed when he finds out 
we’re gone.” 


Satoru shrugs. “I texted Shoko to tell him where we went if he asks. Besides—” 
He grins then, teeth flashing white in the dark. “You scared?” 


Suguru finds his lips twitching in spite of himself. The line is not very appropriate anymore. In fact, 
it’s so blatantly incorrect that his next words turn bitter inside his mouth, but the aching nostalgia 
of the phrase is enough to force them out. 


“Nah,” Suguru replies, and he gets the sense that this is the last time he will ever say this. “We’re 
the strongest.” 


Satoru flops down onto his bed, laying on his back and flipping his phone open again. “Exactly. 
Hurry up and get dressed.” 


He’s sprawled out on the unmade sheets like he owns the damn thing. Not like it’s the first time, 
either. They’ ve fallen asleep on each other’s beds before, usually after Satoru comes into his room 
with his chunky laptop that overheats too easily and they stay up watching one too many movies. 
Suguru’s woken up to Satoru’s arm across his chest, to his head tucked against his shoulder, to his 
foot in his face on one unfortunate occasion. He’s sure Satoru’s woken up to the same. 


He must stand there for too long, just staring, because Satoru glances away from his screen to 
shoot him a questioning look. The knot in Suguru’s chest grows tighter. 


“We better stop for breakfast somewhere,” he says, instead of everything else bubbling up like acid 
in his throat. Satoru hums. 


“Yeah. ’m looking up a few places.” 


Suguru turns to his closet, stripping off his sleep shirt and draping it over the back of his desk 
chair. If Satoru’s unorganized, he’s only marginally better. Half his wardrobe has migrated to 
Satoru’s room, too. 


He ends up pulling one of Satoru’s hoodies off the rack—a solid olive green thing, slightly large 
given the few inches Satoru has on him. Is it strange that they’re wearing each other’s clothes on 
their last day together? Maybe. He waits for Satoru to mention it, maybe to realize at the last 
moment and demand that they change. 


But when Satoru sits up, tucking his phone away, his eyes just drift over Suguru without comment. 
Suguru stares back, reaching up to pull his hair into its usual bun, then decides against it today. His 
head is still faintly aching. 


“Gonna leave it down?” Satoru remarks, getting to his feet. “You don’t look terrible like that. Hey, 
you think I could pull off long hair too?” 


Suguru considers that, running his brush through it. It’s still smooth enough from yesterday’s post- 
shower grooming that the bristles barely catch. “Not sure. I think you could pull off an undercut, 
though.” 


Satoru raises a hand to his own head consideringly. “Hm, maybe. I'll think about that.” 


“Yeah, you might wanna think about changing your look,” Suguru says, half as a joke, but in the 
next moment he regrets it. The mood shifts subtly again, dredging over them again like a heavy 
blanket. He sets down his brush. “... You packed yet?” 


Satoru’s lips purse. “Yeah. It’s taken care of.” 


He waves an assuaging hand at Suguru as he turns towards the door. “Don’t worry about it too 
much. C’mon, let’s go.” 


They leave through the front gate just as the sun peeks over the horizon, staining the ground and 
Satoru’s face a glowing orange. No one stops them as they slip out—the school grounds are still 
quiet and empty. Suguru’s breath emerges in a light cloud of steam. It may be late summer, but the 
morning is still chilly enough to have him shoving his hands resolutely inside his hoodie pocket. 


“Cold,” Satoru remarks, mirroring him. “This global warming shit is nuts.” 
Suguru can’t hold back his snort. “That’s not how it works.” 
Satoru opens his mouth, probably to argue. Suguru cuts him off. “You find a place to eat?” 


The distraction of food works like a charm. Satoru’s face clears. “Oh, yeah. It’s this cafe that’s 
downtown a little, but they have good reviews. Plus it’s close to the aquarium.” 


Something in Suguru’s chest freezes at that, chipping away like marble under a chisel. He has to 
focus on his next step as a familiar brittleness ices up his lungs. “You want to go to the aquarium?” 


“Yeah,” Satoru begins. “I liked the one we visited in Okinawa, so I was thinking we could...” 


He trails off, and for the first time since the fiasco that was yesterday, Satoru looks uncertain. 
Suguru never thought he’d see the day. Gojo Satoru, doubting himself. “... Unless you wanna do 
something else.” 


Suguru exhales another breath of steam. The trees swirl lazily in front of his face, distorted by the 
shimmering air. “It’s fine. The aquarium is fine.” 


It isn’t, really. 


How is he meant to put it into words? The events that took place yesterday morning feel like a far- 
off fever dream. He’d gasped his way back to consciousness with red filling his vision, clogging 
his nose and crusting his mouth as he coughed out his best friend’s name. Shoko hovered like a 
specter overhead, technique knitting together the criss-crossed wounds carved into his chest. 


I’m sorry. I couldn't find his body. 


Had he cried after that? Suguru doesn’t even remember. It was on autopilot that he left the school, 
summoning a curse to transport him to the location he and Satoru had puzzled out the night before, 
heads bent over a dimly lit notebook. Satoru’s tired eyes had never left the page, sunglasses 
slipping stubbornly down his low nose bridge no matter how many times he’d pushed them up. 


It’s all the little things, Suguru realizes. Satoru’s gently sloping nose. The way Amanai’s eyes 
widened into saucers through the aquarium glass. All of it is so painfully fragile, slipping away like 
water through his fingers as he struggles to hold on. 


He doesn’t want to lose him. 
He’s going to lose him. 
“Yeah,” Suguru repeats, half-dazed. “The aquarium is fine.” 


The train ride doesn’t take long. They spend it pressed almost unconsciously against one another in 
two of the conjoined seats, swaying slightly with each rumble of the wheels against the tracks. It’s 
an early Sunday morning. There aren’t many others on the train at this hour. Satoru messes with his 
phone again, playing some block game that has his thumb tapping incessantly away at the keys. 
Suguru lets himself sink into a lull beside him, eyes half-lidded as he watches him level up. 


They might as well be on their way to another mission—that’s how mundane their positions feel. 
Another everyday occurrence. Satoru’s bicep is warm against his as they lean into each other. 


Suguru reaches up to tighten his hoodie strings and breathes. 


They switch off their phones after they unboard the train. Suguru hesitates, watching Satoru power 
his down before slowly doing the same. Maybe cutting off contact will only make them more 
suspicious, but at this point, he decides, there is not much more to lose. 


The cafe ends up being nice. It’s a hole in the wall sort of place, tucked almost invisibly between a 
bookstore and a flower-selling shop, but the greeting the staff gives is friendly and the little booths 
have clearly been meticulously wiped down. 


They sit down in one of the corners, left with a couple of menus and two clinking glasses of ice 
water. Suguru watches as perspiration trickles down the sides, pooling at the base and forming a 
tiny ring of liquid on the wooden table between them. It’s not very large; their shoes brush against 
each other’s shins, and Satoru shoots him a wry grin. 


Suguru almost returns it. It fades into an involuntary grimace halfway, and Satoru’s smile falls. He 
leans forward against the table with his chin in his palm, abruptly sulky. 


“Hey,” he mutters. “Can’t we just not think about it for a couple hours?” 


It’s something Satoru would say. As if the elephant in the room is somehow inconspicuous enough 
to be shoved off the side. Avoidable. 


What kind of life has Satoru led, then, if a massacre is something he can brush off his shoulder? In 


reality Suguru has only known him for two short years. He wants to say that it isn’t enough for him 
to be able to predict his friend entirely, but Satoru’s callousness has always accompanied his 
empathy. 


But no, even that isn’t quite right. His callousness is born from his bare-bones sense of empathy. 
It’s a roundabout way to do it, but Satoru had been the one to propose that they let Amanai go 
home if she refused the merger. He’d been shockingly adamant at the time, but Suguru thinks he 
gets it now. 


He shares the label of strongest like a thorny crown, biting into his forehead in a bear trap grip. His 
own family tree hadn’t carried a drop of sorcerer blood, but the expectations thrust upon Suguru the 
moment his talent had been recognized as Special Grade sink their teeth deeper into his neck every 

passing hour. It’s a suffocating truth to live with, to drag himself through each new day. 


For Satoru, born into that title with nothing but pressure and anticipation preceding his growth, 
there’s only the illusion of agency. In theory, he is strong enough to do whatever he wants. But 
aside from behaving unconventionally, Satoru dutifully carries out what is expected of him. 


Until yesterday. 
Maybe that’s why he’d done it. 


Where does the blame fall? By regulation, it’s with Satoru. Kill curses. Eliminate curse users. 
Protect non-jujutsu sorcerers. Suguru knows what’s right by law. 


But being there firsthand, witnessing the raw, unfettered truth of it—the afterimage is seared into 
his mind. Maybe he’s implicating himself like this, with the trickle of doubt and hesitation to fault 
his best friend. Suguru runs his finger down the side of his cup and rubs the moisture away into 
nothingness against his thumb. 


“For a couple hours, then,” he finds himself echoing as the waitress returns, notepad in hand, and 
Satoru appears grateful. 


Sumida Aquarium is not as impressive as the Churaumi Aquarium in Okinawa, but it comes close. 


The tickets are not very cheap, either. Suguru winces as he hands over a chunk of his student 
stipend while the attendant offers him a ticket stub and a bright smile. 


“Enjoy your visit,” she tells them politely. Suguru doesn’t miss the way her eyes rake over their 
faces, lingering for a moment before her cheeks dust red. She looks like she’s still a high schooler, 
around their age or a year or so older. He takes the ticket with an easy smile in return, then grabs 
Satoru’s arm before he can open his mouth to make the teasing remark Suguru knows he wants to 
make. 


“Thanks, we will,” he calls back, dragging Satoru behind him. Satoru twists out of his grip like an 
eel and smacks his bicep. 


“T wasn’t even gonna say anything!” 
“Sure you weren’t,” Suguru snorts, pocketing his ticket stub. “I saw the look on your face.” 


“T can’t help being so beautiful.” 


“Your sunglasses make you look like a creep, actually.” 


“No they don’t,” Satoru says confidently, and Suguru bites his lip to keep from laughing. His first 
encounter with Satoru had not gone very well. He still doesn’t blame himself for his initial 
reaction. Anyone wearing sunglasses indoors automatically gets assigned ‘asshole’. 


As it turns out, it’s mostly to ease the eyestrain and overload on his sensitive vision. At least he’d 
been right about the ‘asshole’ part. 


“Where do you wanna go first?” Suguru asks, and Satoru shrugs. Suguru notices that he tucks his 
own ticket stub away instead of tossing it into the first trash can they pass by. 


“Don’t know,” Satoru replies. “Let’s just walk through. We can take our time.” 
“So no map?” 


“Nah.” His hands go into his hoodie pocket—Suguru’s hoodie pocket—and he meanders towards 
the first fish tank. It’s swarming with orange goldfish, flecked with the occasional yellow or black- 
spotted individual. 


Suguru stares at it and remembers the summer festival earlier this year. It feels like ages ago, 
scooping goldfish up with fragile poi. Satoru’s dramatic groan when his flimsy paper finally tore. 
The blur of Shoko’s hand as she deftly bowled fish after fish. 


They’d released them back into the tank after. All three of them knew they’d be too busy this 
summer to properly look after any sort of pet. Still, Satoru had seemed oddly disappointed as they 
sank back into the tank, flicking their tails and coasting away as soon as they were free. 


He’s watching the tank now, eyes half-lidded. Suguru nudges his shoulder with his own. “Still 
want a goldfish?” 


“Heh.” Satoru eyes the glass, tapping it with a fingernail. “If you cause a distraction I can climb the 
tank and grab a couple without security noticing.” 


Suguru leans closer to the tank, lips twitching. “And then you’ll what, hold them in your hands for 
the rest of the trip?” 


“Mmm, no. I’d go get a drink cup from the food court and put them in there.” 


“Uh-huh.” Suguru’s head knocks against the glass, cool beneath his skin. “You know they’d die, 
right? The water’d be too cold. Fish can’t survive major temperature changes.” 


“You could heat the water with that one fire-breathing curse you caught a couple months ago.” 
Suguru laughs. “So we’re cooking them now?” 


Satoru blows out an exaggeratedly loud breath. “You’d heat it little by little and I’d compare the 
temperature of the water in the tank with the water in the cup.” 


“Oh, nevermind, great plan. Until you get thirsty and forget the cup’s got fish.” 
“Yeah, that’s gross.” 


It’s an easy rhythm to fall back into. Simple as breathing by now, their ribbing the most natural 
thing in the world. Suguru’s more caught up in the way their shoulders bump as they walk side-by- 
side than he is in the conversation they’re having. 


It’s nice. And it’s funny, the way it makes him nostalgic for something he’s never experienced. A 
bit like something fierce gripping his heart, squeezing it just a little too tight with every inhale. 


It’s kind of silly, but right now it feels like he could stand here forever, staring up at the wall-to- 
well jellyfish display while Satoru goes on about how long a fish might survive in a cup of 
Gatorade. That’s the best way to describe it. 


A mostly translucent jellyfish drifts by his face, catching the artificial lights of the aquarium and 
outlining it white. Satoru’s own hair and hoodie reflect back a deep blue, bathed by the rippling 
water surrounding them. Suguru only realizes he’s staring when Satoru pauses for breath, staring 
right back. 


“What?” he asks, frowning over his shades. “Something on my face?” 


“Yeah,” Suguru replies stupidly, then tries not to smack himself. “The reflection of the water, it’s 


”° 


He waves his own hand, trying to replicate the rippling pattern. “—kinda like that on your face.” 


“Oh,” Satoru replies with interest. He doesn’t look away, and the tips of Suguru’s ears go warm. 
“Hey, you know you actually look pretty good with your hair down. You should leave it like that 
more often.” 


“You think?” 


The warmth is beginning to spread to his cheeks. He’s grateful that the cold blue lighting does a 
decent job of masking his natural color. It’s just a stupid compliment. Suguru wears his hair down 
all the time at night, when he’s dressing down for bed or preparing to binge another series of 
movies with Satoru. 


“Yeah,” Satoru replies, still staring. “You look more relaxed.” 


“Thanks, I guess,” Suguru replies, face now burning fiercely. He turns back to the display in a poor 
attempt to conceal it and prays desperately that Satoru will do the same. To his relief, he does, blue 
eyes still thoughtful as he tilts his head to watch another translucent jellyfish pulsate through the 
water. And Suguru’s heart blips a bit, just like that. Just at the sight. Ah, he thinks. He knows what 
this is. 


What a shitty day to realize that he’s in love with his best friend. 


It isn’t exactly a shocking revelation. J love you echoes through his mind like an afterthought, just a 
simple phrase to tie to the slow culmination of events that have been building up over the years. 
But it’s the first time that he’s been this close to speaking it into existence. 


What is it they say? Too little, too late. 


He trails a step behind Satoru on the way to the food court, swallowing down the bitterness that’s 
eerily reminiscent of the taste of a curse. It doesn’t go away, not even after Satoru forks up more 
money in exchange for two overpriced popsicles. Suguru sucks on the frozen treat listlessly, 
tongue slowly turning blue with artificial dye. 


“Do you not like it?” Satoru asks, frowning down at his own popsicle. “Wanna trade?” 


“T like blue raspberry,” Suguru reminds him. “And I already licked it.” 


Satoru rolls his eyes. “Yeah, ‘cuz that’s the nastiest thing we’ ve ever done.” 
Suguru snorts around his popsicle. “Are you talking about the salt lamp?” 
“T still can’t believe you agreed to do it.” 


“Tt was a dare,” Suguru argues, pointing his dripping popsicle at him. “My tongue tasted like salt 
for three days.” 


Satoru mimes vomiting and Suguru shoves the entire popsicle into his mouth to keep the smile at 
bay. The ache is getting a little too strong, now. 


They wander up the walkway, climbing the tall set of stairs that offers a stunning floor-to-ceiling 
view of the largest display. Sharks swim lazily by, tails swishing back and forth. A manta ray as 
wide as Suguru is tall roots around near the bottom before migrating off to another part of the tank. 
Suguru chews on the wood of his popsicle stick, splintering it between his teeth. 


“They’re the kind with messages on them,” Satoru says suddenly, and Suguru looks over to see 
him holding up his own stick. Sure enough, there’s a series of smudgy words printed onto its 
surface. 


“May you find health in the new year,” Suguru reads out loud. It’s the simple, generic sort of 
message he finds inside the fortune cookies of his Chinese takeout sometimes. “Cute.” 


Satoru studies it for a moment longer, then shrugs and sticks the stick back into his mouth. “‘What’s 
yours say?” 


“Uh.” Suguru stops chewing on the wood and pulls it out. The words are still thankfully 
undamaged by his sharp teeth. “The problems you face will eventually be resolved.” 


“Huh,” Satoru says. He hunches forward against the guardrail, leaning out over the crowd with his 
popsicle stick dangling between his teeth. “Guess we should’ ve actually switched, huh?” 


“Ha,” Suguru breathes. “Well, you sort of count as my problem, y’know. So maybe it’Il work out 
anyway.” 


Satoru laughs sharply, and the motion causes the stick to slip out of his mouth and over the rail. 
They both watch its descent as it clatters against the hard floor, just avoiding the baby stroller 
passing by underneath. “Oops.” 


It’s silent for another moment. Then Satoru says quietly, barely loud enough for Suguru to hear: 
“Depends on what counts as ‘resolved’, too.” 


Suguru doesn’t have an immediate reply to that. 


They people-watch for the next few minutes as visitors pass underneath the walkway. Groups of 
friends snap photos together in front of the display. Children press sticky hands to the glass, cheeks 
puffing out in imitation of its inhabitants. The aquarium grows noisier as it gets busier, but there 
are less people on the walkway and here beside Satoru, the air hangs still and quiet. 


“Do you hate them?” Suguru finally asks, breaking the silence. Satoru looks at him in confusion, 
and Suguru gestures to the crowd of people below. “Non-sorcerers. Weak people.” 


It’s a question he’s only ever considered subconsciously. To Suguru, it’s always been a given—he 
exists to protect the weak. It’s something he’s clashed with Satoru over and over again, but what 


Satoru seemed to hate was the obligation rather than the individual. 


Since yesterday, though, ever since stumbling into that body-strewn room, it’s been needling the 
back of his mind. It scares Suguru a little. It feels as though his soul has been disturbed—altered in 
a way he isn’t sure it can fully recover from. 


But Satoru just shakes his head, like he’s still bewildered. “No. I don’t hate everybody. I don’t hate 
anybody, really. Most people don’t really do anything too bad, y’ know? Other than stuff that 
everyone does, like—I dunno, spitting in someone’s food when you’re pissed at them and they’ re 
not looking. Little stuff.” 


Suguru has to side-eye him at that, suddenly suspicious of any meal he’s left briefly unattended in 
the past two years. But Satoru is plowing ahead, leaning against the guardrail. 


“Honestly, you were probably right when you said there should be a reason. But you want the 
truth? I didn’t feel anything yesterday. All I could think about was how for things to be fair, they 
should also die. And I wasn’t angry.” 


Suguru’s stomach curls up tight. He’s no psychologist. Whether that is the truth of what Satoru 
feels, or whether it’s his own response to the trauma of dying and only barely clawing his way back 
—he doesn’t know. But Satoru has also just admitted that Suguru was correct, just as doubt had 
begun to creep in. Shame squeezes his gut like a wrung-out rag. 


Satoru’s eyebrows are drawn together, like he’s recollecting something that tastes bad. “I guess 
that counts as a reason though, doesn’t it? I dunno if that makes sense.” 


“There should always be a reason,” Suguru says, feeling like a parrot. The words are still true. He 
knows it, and Satoru has given his affirmation. “I just don’t know that yours was good enough.” 


Satoru laces his fingers together, then unlaces them. “I know our morals don’t align. You’re a 
better person than me, anyway. That’s a good thing. The college is gonna need someone like you 
when I’m gone.” 


The words feel like something important. Like Satoru is entrusting him with a legacy to keep safe. 
Neither of them are even eighteen. 


“No one’ ll listen to me after this,” Satoru says finally. It sounds like a realization. His sunglasses 
are slipping down his nose again and he pushes them back up. “I guess that makes it easier on me 
to just do what I want from here on out. But I think they’ II listen to you.” 


Suguru swallows bitterly. “I don’t want that responsibility.” 


And now it’s Satoru’s turn to look guilty. The corners of his mouth turn down unhappily as his 
fingers tighten around the rail. It’s as good of an apology as Suguru can expect to receive. 


He tilts his head back, trying to ease the constricting thickness of his throat. “I don’t want you to 
leave.” 


The shrieks of schoolchildren echo through the aquarium as they crowd against the glass, their 
teacher herding them from behind. Several exclaim in delight as the manta ray glides by for a 
second pass, compressed body rippling through the deep blue water. Satoru is silent. 


And maybe that’s the best Suguru can hope for anymore. Satoru’s silence is better than his 
absence, after all. 


He slumps forward against the guardrail beside him, forearms aching against the cold metal. 
Satoru leans into him the way he did on the train, solid and warm and breathing, and they say 
nothing at all, at all. 


The sun is beginning to sink by the time they get back to the school. 


Gravel crunches under their feet as they trudge up the stairs and pick their way towards the main 
gateway. Suguru feels around the hoodie pocket for his phone, pulling it out with a slight sense of 
trepidation. There will be missed messages on his screen when he powers it back on; he’s sure. 
Satoru doesn’t bother checking his own, leaving it buried away in his pocket. He’ll probably crush 
it into tiny bits later, once he decides he doesn’t want to be found. 


Sure enough, a flood of messages deluge the screen the minute the loading bar disappears. Satoru’s 
glancing at it out of the corner of his eye. His eyes are good enough to read the words, even from 
there. Suguru gnaws the inside of his cheek as he clicks through the notifications. 


Where are you really, Shoko’s text reads, heavy in his hand. Did you run with him? 


Please answer when you can. Everyone is worried. Haibara’s message sends a twist of guilt 
through him. Poor kid. Suguru’s a shitty senior. 


Yaga-sensei’s message is succinct and harsh. Return to the school now, Suguru. And a few 
minutes later, There were no other residuals. You had no role in this, did you? 


And finally, a missed call from his parents. Suguru stares down at it for the longest time, 
something leaden sitting in his stomach. He wonders if the school has somehow clued them in, or 
if it’s one of those rare occasions where they reach out first. 


“So everyone knows now, don’t they?” 


Satoru’s voice is light and quiet, but it’s still the most shattering thing Suguru has ever heard. It 
takes a few tries to get his tongue to unstick from the roof of his mouth. 


“Yeah,” he replies. The buildup as they approach the gates feels like the instant before a roller 
coaster drop—inevitable yet never-ending, stretching seconds into infinity and prematurely 
stealing the air from his lungs. “Yeah, they know. They’re probably waiting inside.” 


Satoru nods, silent. Suguru feels the dread swell. 
“Satoru, maybe you shouldn’t—” he begins shakily, something clawing the inside of his throat. 


“Tt’s fine.” Satoru’s blink is slow and languid, but his mouth is flat. There’s no trace of a smile left 
on his lips. He turns to look at Suguru from behind his shades. “Like I said. What are they gonna 
do? Arrest me?” 


“That’s not funny,” Suguru says softly, but he’s huffing out an exhale all the same. “What will you 
even do out there? You’ll be alone.” 


Satoru shrugs. “Not gonna be too different from the first fourteen years of my life, then.” 


Suguru’s hands find the drawstrings of the olive green hoodie again. “What was different about 
the last two?” 


They pause outside the gates. Satoru finally meets his eyes. There, again—his sunglasses slip 
down his nose. 


“Well,” he says, and something flickers across his jewel-toned eyes. “I had you, didn’t I?” 
Suguru wants to kiss him. 


It’s a startling, burning need in its intensity, but every nerve in his body is suddenly screaming for 
him to grab Satoru and pull him close. Keep him here. He nearly flinches at his own reaction, sick 
to his stomach. 


“I—” he begins. “I—” 
He doesn’t do it. 


It wouldn’t be fair, not to either of them. Not when it’s something fated to die in the coming 
minutes, not when he doesn’t even know if Satoru wants the same thing. 


But Satoru is the closest thing to family that Suguru has ever had. His own childhood was a stretch 
of lonely days, spent first in the city where he huddled under his blankets and hid from the 
monsters swimming through his walls, then out in the countryside where his parents hoped to curb 
his irrational fears. Hide him away from prying eyes. Pretend he was some semblance of normal. 


Satoru had been a loud, obnoxious breath of fresh air. Cool, he’d said when Suguru first explained 
his technique, and then he’d snuck out with him the very next night to go get his ears pierced. 
Looking back, he was probably just as eager for a friend as Suguru was. 


“C’mon,” Satoru says, breaking through the sudden flood of memories. His eyes are back to their 
distant blue, fractured bits of ice set into his face. “Let’s get this over with.” 


They finally pass through the gate. As expected, everyone is waiting. 


Assembled might be the better word. Yaga-sensei folds his arms at the forefront; Shoko hangs 
further back and when she sees them she seems almost surprised that they’ ve returned. There’s a 
scattering of other sorcerers. Suguru recognizes a few. Mei Mei is one of them, idly gripping her 
axe. She smiles at them, languid. 


“Explain yourselves,” Yaga-sensei orders the moment they’re within range. Suguru’s shadow 
yawns across the orange-lit courtyard, brushing the base of his teacher’s shoes. “I’m willing to give 
you a chance, Satoru, even though all the evidence points to you. You better have a damn good 
story to tell.” 


Satoru’s face changes almost imperceptibly—Suguru only notices because he’s watching with 
bated breath. 


“Are we really going to do this, Sensei?” he asks detachedly, stretching an arm above his head. 
Then he holds up his hands, palms facing out. The tension stiffens, nearly snaps. “Sorry, I don’t 
have an alibi. It was me.” 


Yaga-sensei looks furious, but he doesn’t look surprised. Maybe this was something they’d all 
minutely expected. Already decided it was only a matter of time for someone so alienated from the 
rest of humanity. 


“Suguru,” Yaga-sensei begins, and Satoru takes another step forward, cutting him off. Their 
teacher’s fists tighten. 


“Suguru had nothing to do with any of it,” Satoru says. He tilts his head in Suguru’s direction. “He 
arrived after I was finished. I’m the one who killed them. Why is it such a crime? They wanted that 
girl dead, so am I really the bad guy for getting rid of them?” 


Suguru can hear Yaga-sensei’s teeth grind together from here. At his side, Mei Mei looks like 
she’s stifling laughter. 


“T told Suguru not to say anything yet. Obviously he listened. He’d be stupid not to,” Satoru 
continues, and it hits Suguru that Satoru is purposely implicating himself further to save Suguru 
from trouble. 


“Satoru,” he snaps, anger and panic rising in his chest, but Satoru shoots him a look that clearly 
reads, shut up. 


“But ’'m returning him, unharmed,” he goes on, gesturing back at Suguru. “And [Il be leaving 
now! We had a good run, but I don’t think this school and I really see eye to eye.” 


Mei Mei finally bursts out laughing, swiping a hand across her face. It’s startlingly loud, and 
several other sorcerers flinch before shooting her looks of displeasure that she ignores. 


“You really are insane,” she tells him, shaking her head mirthfully. “You’re running, then?” 


“Nah.” Satoru’s wolfish grin is back. “I won’t be running. Walking, sure. If you’re smart, you 
won’t try and stop me.” 


“If you believe we can just let you go off—” Yaga-sensei starts, but Satoru is already turning 
around, showing his back. 


“There’s no point, Sensei,” he says blithely. “I’m the strongest.” 


The words feel like a physical blow. Suguru forces his reaction down. It’s the final step of Satoru’s 
self-imposed alienation, the severing of that final tie. Because if even Suguru is no longer allowed 
to stand beside him, then there is no one else left. 


He meets Satoru’s eyes. Give me something. Give me one last thing. 


It’ll be okay, the look on Satoru’s face seems to relay, but there should be more than that. It isn’t 
enough. Left unsaid is becoming too much of a commonality between them. Satoru takes one step 
forward, and another, and then he’s behind him. 


The other sorcerers shift, restless, and Yaga-sensei’s face contorts. The final order is there on his 
tongue, but whether it’s common sense or leftover affection for his former student, he does not 
open his mouth to give it. 


“Let him go,” Suguru finds himself saying, filling the void of silence as he turns to watch Satoru 
leave. “You won’t be able to stop him.” 


If only it were just a ruse. Then he might try something stupid, like seizing Satoru by the arm and 
refusing to let go. 


But it isn’t. He can feel Shoko’s eyes on his back, burning holes through the olive green of 
Satoru’s hoodie. He doesn’t meet them. Instead Suguru watches and watches as Satoru’s form 
retreats, growing smaller until it’s nothing but a black dot against the setting sun, and thinks this is 
it then. No yelling, no bloodshed. Nothing like a messy confession. 


How anticlimactic. 


As with everything between them, it’s as simple as breathing, the way Gojo Satoru slips out of his 
life. 
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The alarm goes off in the middle of the meeting. 


Yoshinobu Gakuganji cuts off his hundredth tirade about how Sukuna’s vessel is more a risk than 
an asset to stare at the alarm system incredulously. “Something unregistered appeared?” 


Suguru’s already climbing to his feet, eager for the excuse to leave. Kyoto’s principal is a dry old 
man with an even dryer personality, and the vitriol he’s spitting sounds infuriatingly similar to the 
village elders he’d rescued Mimiko and Nanako from all those years ago. That is—similar enough 
for Suguru to consider murder, something he’s proudly restrained himself from committing until 
now. “I'll investigate.” 


It’s a redundant statement, given that he already knows exactly who’s set foot on school grounds. 
The scent of that particular cursed energy signature is unmistakable. The look on Yaga’s face 
indicates that he’s also very aware of the identity of their guest. 


Still, if pretending it’s urgent is enough to get him out of this meeting, Suguru will gladly act the 
part. Sitting another two hours in a stuffy room with six foul-breathed shaman elders while they 
squabble about the execution date of an innocent child is as torturous as it sounds. 


“Take back-up,” one of them harps, cracking his arthritic knuckles. “You may be Special Grade, 
but—” 


“One of the four only Special Grades,” Suguru cuts him off dryly, and enjoys his indignant 
expression as he gestures around the room. “Not sure any of you are fit for backup, either.” 


The old man’s face twists. 


“Tt’s no secret you have your weak moments,” he hisses, and Suguru realizes that even if the others 
aren’t familiar enough with this energy signature to identify it by scent alone, they’re smart enough 
to hazard a guess. As well as make passes at his past fuck-ups, apparently. 


“Then, maybe you should go out and deal with our guest if you lack that much confidence in my 
abilities,” he snaps, and Yaga shoots him an exasperated glance. He must miss the days when 
Suguru was more mellowed out. “I’m sure he’d be thrilled to speak with you.” 


“Hmph.” The elder crosses his arms, scowling, but he doesn’t appear too eager to stand. “Insolent.” 
“At least I get the job done.” 


“Now, listen here—” 


He shuts the sliding door a little harder than necessary, drowning out the rest of the old man’s 
words. They all start clamoring at once, probably taking advantage of his absence to speak more 
outwardly about Yuji’s execution and the intruding presence on campus. Whatever. Yaga will keep 
them in line. 


Suguru turns down the corridor and heads towards the steps leading to ground level. He’s not 
overly concerned about haste—from past experience, their guest will hang around and jabber at 
one of the passing assistant managers until the person he’s waiting for shows up. As long as he’s 
not bothering any of the kids, it’s fine. 


But of course, as it turns out, there’s a familiar figure bumming around the group in question when 
Suguru descends down the last step, pebbles crunching under his feet. He immediately bristles at 
the sight, picking up his pace to stride faster through the courtyard towards them. 


“So you’re the new first years?” Gojo Satoru is asking, self-assured smile in place and perfect teeth 
bared in a way that at first glance seems inviting. Suguru knows how predatorial it can become. 
“Neat. Heard there was a strong bunch this year.” 


“You’re a sorcerer?” Yuji questions, frowning as Nobara subtly pinches the skin of his wrist, 
clearly suspicious. The twins are scarcely paying him any attention at all, preoccupied with 
something on their phones. Megumi hangs back, looking resigned. “I haven’t seen you around 
before.” 


“Observant!” Satoru replies breezily, leaning back a bit and stuffing his hands into his pocket. His 
eyes are concealed by a black blindfold instead of his usual bandages. That’s new. “Yeah, you 
wouldn’t. We don’t really get along, this school and I. I’m just here to check up on an old friend— 
oh look, here he comes.” 


The kids look up, relief flickering across their faces as he approaches. Suguru doesn’t stop until 
he’s between them and Satoru, discretely shielding them from view. Satoru notices, if the widening 
of his smile is anything to go by. 


“What do you want from the kids, Satoru?” he asks evenly, and Satoru looks like he might be 
raising an eyebrow underneath that stupid cloth. 


“Five kids in the span of eleven years, Suguru?” he comments in mock surprise. “You sure were 
busy. Who’s the mom? Utahime?” 


Suguru snorts in spite of himself. “As if. Tell me what you’re doing here.” 


“Just wanted to catch up.” Satoru waves a nonchalant hand. “Drop by, say hello. Megumi looks 
well, by the way. Twins do too, even though they won’t even look at me.” 


Two surprised heads whirl towards the latter three. Nanako looks up for barely a second, gracing 
Satoru with an eye roll before looking back down. Megumi stuffs his hands into his pocket in 
annoyance. “You’re a nuisance.” 


“So you guys know him too?” Yuji asks curiously. 
“Unfortunately,” Nanako replies, and Mimiko makes a noise of agreement. 
Megumi just looks irritated. “Barely. ’ ve only seen him a few times.” 


Satoru jabs a finger his way. “How rude! After everything I’ve done for you.” 


“Alright,” Suguru cuts in, rolling his eyes. “Did you really only come here to antagonize the 
students?” 


“Maybe.” Satoru shoots him a cheeky grin, but it slides away just as quickly as his face turns 
serious. “Actually, I came to talk to you about something. Let’s move somewhere more private.” 


He nudges Suguru by the shoulder, steering him away like he’s the one at home here. Suguru lets 
him, both amused and exasperated. Behind them, Yuji and Nobara immediately round on Megumi 
and the twins, questions spilling out. 


Satoru tips his head back as they walk, a smile playing at his mouth. “Interesting bunch this year.” 


“Mm,” Suguru agrees, glancing at the group. “You interrupted a meeting, you know. Gakuganji is 
pissed.” 


Satoru waves a hand. “Like that’s anything new. I want to catch up.” 
“Didn’t you have something you wanted to tell me?” 


“Okay, Suguru, just relax a little. It’s been like eight months since I’ve seen you.” Suguru can tell 
he’s pouting even with half his face concealed. He exhales a huff of laughter. 


“You know I don’t mind when you visit. But leave the kids alone. I don’t want you filling their 
heads with your ideas.” 


“What ideas?” Now Satoru’s lips are playing on a smile. “You act like ’m a bad influence.” 


“The worst,” Suguru mutters. They’ ve reached one of the empty buildings by now and Satoru 
pauses by the porch, head turning slightly as he undoubtedly scans the area for any foreign cursed 
energy. Once he’s satisfied there’s no one eavesdropping, he sits down on the steps and Suguru 
lowers himself beside him. 


“What I’ve got to say involves some of those kids anyway,” Satoru says. He pauses. Suguru waits, 
eyebrow raised expectantly. “How’s Megumi?” 


Suguru groans. “Fine, Satoru, he’s doing fine. What is it?” 
“Hm.” Satoru looks thoughtful. “And the girls?” 

“Also fine. They still don’t like you that much.” 

“T see. How’s Yuta?” 


Their shoulders brush as Suguru shifts to shoot him an unimpressed stare, and he realizes Satoru’s 
got Infinity off. Briefly, he considers smacking him upside the head for continuously dodging the 
subject, but antagonizing Satoru is pretty much the same as encouraging him. 


“Better,” he sighs, relenting. “Overseas, right now. He asked me to tell you thank you for your help 
when I saw you again.” 


“Hah!” Satoru’s laugh is short and amused. “I bet the elders love him. Conjuring up a Special 
Grade curse of that caliber and getting friendly with traitors.” 


“About as much as they love me,” Suguru snorts. “You’re lucky they can’t touch you, otherwise 
they’d have your head on a stick.” 


Satoru taps a finger against his mouth. “For corrupting two Special Grade sorcerers, huh?” 


“Maybe even three. Pretty sure Yuki likes you too. They’re probably worried they’ ll have some 
sort of mutiny on their hands.” 


“Maybe they will.” Satoru’s mouth ticks up slightly, and this time Suguru does smack him. His 
hair is just as soft as it’s always been—which is not what he should be focusing on, but still—and 
Satoru yelps and ducks away as Suguru digs his knuckles into his scalp. 


“Can you get to the point already?” 


Satoru pinches the skin of his wrist between his nails until Suguru lets go with a hiss, glaring and 
rubbing the red indent. All these years and he hasn’t gotten any less annoying. 


“You’re so pushy,” Satoru mutters, shaking his head like Suguru’s the obnoxious one. “Last 
question—that kid with the pink air. He’s Sukuna’s vessel?” 


Suguru frowns at his blindfold. “Like you couldn’t tell on your own.” 


“Heh.” Satoru leans back, lips quirking. “Glad you stuck out your neck for him. He’s an interesting 
kid. I’m not the only one who thinks so, by the way.” 


At that, Suguru’s eyes narrow. “Who’s looking for him?” 


He’s under no delusions that the people after Yuji are strictly limited to the upper echelons of 
jujutsu society. There are others who would just as gladly come for him, either to kill him or to use 
him, and Suguru’s constantly worried that he won’t be able to keep Yuji safe. Not for lack of 
ability, but because there’s no feasible way to be with him all the time. Technically he isn’t even 
the kid’s teacher. Nanami handles the first years, officially. Unofficially, Suguru hovers. 


Satoru tilts his head his way. Now he’s smiling. “Well, you know, I am a freelancer. My 
information doesn’t just come for free.” 


Suguru scowls. “Are you serious?” 
“The serious-ist.” 
“Satoru—” 


Satoru holds up a finger, grinning. “So, because it’s you, ’m not asking for much. All ’'m 
charging is one date.” 


“One—” Suguru cuts himself off, swearing. “A date?” 


Satoru’s laughing now. “What, is that too pricey? Am I not even worth the great Geto Suguru’s 
time? All these years, and I thought—” 


“Shut up.” Suguru cuts him off with a frown. He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 
“You know it’s not that.” 


“What is it, then?” Satoru leans forward, folding his arms over his knees as he cranes his neck to 
the side to peer at him. “Are we on bad terms, or something? Suguru, you should’ ve told me.” 


“Shut up,” Suguru mutters again. “It’s just—” 


Weird, he supposes. 


There’s an uncomfortable swirl of emotions in his stomach right now, like he’s choked down too 
many curses in one sitting and is feeling the negatively charged aftermath. Nothing had ever really 
come to fruition between them before Satoru left. Suguru never even knew if he’d reciprocated— 
and anyway, he’d only figured out his own feelings on the very last day. 


It had been strange after that, any time they saw each other. There was a year-long period where 
they didn’t see each other at all—didn’t call, didn’t talk, didn’t show their faces to each other the 
whole while Satoru was finding his feet in the world. Suguru had returned to his old schedule at the 
college, sick from guilt and shame, and the ache of missing him. 


He’d swooped to a dangerous new low back then. It had gotten so bad, especially after one 
strenuous mission where Haibara and Nanami would have almost certainly been killed had Suguru 
not tagged along by chance, that Yaga finally noticed and told him to take a break. 


So he had. A two week reprieve from missions and swallowing curses. He did nothing but hang 
around the college and bother Shoko in the infirmary or help [jichi find his feet with casting 
curtains. Some of the fog started to clear from his brain, some of the exhaustion and resentment 
lifting. He’d begun to feel better. Less on edge. 


Then he went on his first mission in two weeks to a backwater village in the country and nearly 
snapped. 


He’d come the closest in that moment to feeling the way Satoru must have felt that fateful day. He 
hadn’t cared what the consequences would be. All he could think was that he might really kill 
them, then. And he could have. Would have, probably, if his cell phone hadn’t rung. 


He’d froze, skin prickling with ice as he stared down at the caller ID. The number was unfamiliar. 
The two girls sat shivering in their cage as the shrill pinging of his cell shredded the silence and 
rattled his shot nerves. 


“Hello?” he’d answered, mouth dry. The realization of what he’d been about to do crashed down 
upon him. 


“Suguru?” a familiar voice had asked hesitantly. Uncharacteristically uncertain. “Jt’s me.” 
“Wh—Satoru?” 

Satoru swallowed; he’d heard it over the line. “Sorry that it’s been so long.” 

“That’s—” 


He hadn’t known how to answer. Was still working his way through the inner turmoil of his guts 
as they twisted, still trying to curb the urge to let loose every single one of his curses. 


“Tt’s fine,” he’d finally managed, though it hadn’t been. “I’m glad you called.” 
Satoru had laughed. It sounded shaky. “Are you busy?” 


He’d turned around, stared at the girls in their wooden cell. At the two people behind him that were 
beginning to look duller and duller by the second. All of a sudden he’d felt entirely overwhelmed. 


“A little busy, yeah,” Suguru had choked out, and he could tell when Satoru picked up on it by the 
inhale over the line. “Listen, I. Satoru? This isn’t a good—it’s not a good time right now. [’Il...can I 
call you later?” 


“Suguru? What’s that mean? 


He’d stood there, hands shaking, fingers clenched around his phone, and felt sick. “I don’t—I don’t 
know what to do.” 


“Suguru?” Now Satoru’s voice came through sharper, more steady. “Where are you?” 
“On a mission.” 

“Are there other people?” 

“Yeah. There are.” 

“Okay. Don’t do anything. Go home.” 

“Satoru,” he’d begun, preparing to deny it, but Satoru cut him off. 

“Go home. Don’t kill anyone. Just go home.” 


How Satoru had figured it out—from the tone of his voice, maybe, or perhaps he’d simply 
remembered what had happened one year ago—Sugutu still isn’t sure. But he’d gone home. Broke 
the lock on the wooden cell and ignored the villager’s protests. Scooped the girls into his arms and 
winced at how light they felt. Walked back to the train station that night and caught the last train to 
Tokyo with two girls tucked against his sides and a head that was simultaneously buzzing and 
empty. 


Yaga had taken one look at him and inhaled sharply—the expression on his face must have told 
him something. The girls had gone to see Shoko and then to bed, and when they were finally 
asleep, Yaga took him aside. 


“Suguru,” he’d said, eyes searching his face. “What happened?” 


He’d choked out some answer that he can’t recall today, but it had been some version of “all alive” 
and “didn’t kill anyone’, and that had been that. He’d been suspended from missions for an 
undetermined amount of time—until Yaga deemed him ready again, he supposed. Two murderous 
students in two years would have been two too many. 


“So, you'll what, see a shrink or something now?” Satoru had asked when Suguru finally called 
that unknown number back and saved it in his contacts again. “Good for you.” 


“T don’t know,” Suguru had muttered. “I don’t know what’s gonna happen to me.” 
Satoru had been silent for a long time. Then he’d finally said, “You’re gonna do better than I did.” 


That had been a new change. He hadn’t ever heard Satoru sound so mature. Suguru stared up at his 
ceiling. “I don’t think I will.” 


“Nah, you will,” Satoru had told him confidently, as though there wasn’t a surer thing in the world. 
“You know, if you got there a little earlier that day—” 


Then he cut himself off. 
“What?” Suguru had prodded. 


“No, never mind.” 


“No, tell me, what?” 


“Never mind,” Satoru had replied, insistent. “Just...you’re a good person. That’s all. I think you 
could help people.” 


So it had gone. It was the last phone call they had in a while. He’s pretty sure he’s figured out by 
now what Satoru had meant to say, back then— if you got there a little earlier that day, I wouldn’t 
have done it. I would have listened to you. He’d probably realized it would only make him feel 
guiltier. 


Either way, he’d stuck around at the college. He wasn’t explicitly told he couldn’t leave, but he 
was pretty sure that was the case. They’d all wanted to keep an eye on him, both Yaga and the 
higher ups who were deathly afraid of a second Special Grade on the loose, but it was probably 
better that he stopped going on missions for longer than just a two week period anyway. 


He’d focused on the twins he’d rescued instead. They needed full-time attention after what they’d 
been through and without anything else to do, he’d been able to give it. Yaga found him someone 
to talk to on the side. Shrinks were rare in the jujutsu world, and especially hard to get their hands 
on even when found, but Suguru supposed his teacher figured that someone as strong and useful as 
him was worth it. That had been a point of bitterness, too. 


At least it did help to talk it out, a bit. Gave him a chance to vocalize what was going on in his own 
head. The woman listening had been a sorcerer herself before she quit, so she understood at least 
some of it, and she eventually recommended he see a psychiatrist to get himself a prescription 
written for medication. Admittedly it had helped, though the idea of it felt strange at first. But what 
really settled his mind, in the end, was Haibara. 


“We’ve all been so busy,” he’d said one day in mid-December, coming to sit beside Suguru in the 
break room while Mimiko and Nanako napped in the dorms. “I never really got a chance to 
properly thank you.” 


Suguru had looked at him tiredly and managed to muster a smile. “For what?” 


“Saving our lives,” Haibara had told him earnestly. He gestured the way he always did when he 
talked, expressive. “I don’t think we would’ ve made it out of that mission otherwise.” 


“Ah.” Suguru hunched forward, clasping his hands together. “Well, if it’s my job then I better be 
good at it.” 


Haibara had gone silent for a few moments and Suguru had glanced at him furtively, hoping he 
hadn’t somehow hurt his feelings. But Haibara just looked contemplative. 


“You know,” he’d finally said. “Kento helped me figure something out. Ah, I hope I’m not being 
too forward—” 


“You're fine,” Suguru told him quickly. He’d been curious. “What did Nanami tell you?” 


Haibara had paused. “He’s thinking about quitting after that mission. He told me something 
like...’ you have to be selfish to be a shaman. If you’re only doing it for the sake of other people, 
you ll end up hating it.’ Something like that.” 


Suguru’s fingers had circled his own wrist, tightening like a noose. It was no secret among the 
college why he hadn’t been going on missions despite being the strongest sorcerer available. 
They’d all seen the look on his face when he got back that day. Shoko told him it looked like he’d 
checked out of his own head. 


“Then, what’s your reason for being a shaman?” he’d asked tightly, uncomfortably. “Don’t you 
hate it?” 


Haibara shook his head thoughtfully. “No, for me it’s—it just feels really good to know that I can 
help people. I think that counts as a selfish reason, y’ know? It’s something I’m good at and it 
makes me feel useful.” 


He remembers having laughed at that. “Wow, look at you. The most selfish person I’ve ever met.” 


Haibara had shrugged, grinning. “Well, it’s good enough for me. But, Geto-san, you do it because 
you feel like you have to, right? Because you’re strong? No one likes feeling obligated, y know? 
So when you see stuff like you saw at that village, I bet you thought, why am I even doing this? I 
don’t owe them anything. Right?” 


He’d gone very stiff at that. Like he said, it wasn’t a secret, but it was still jarring to be read like 
that. Haibara was more observant than he let on. 


“T guess,” he’d breathed, shoulders tense. “Yeah, something like that.” 
Exactly like that. Haibara must have known it. He’d smiled. 


“So then, you need some other motivation! Or I guess you could quit, if you really want. If that’s 
what helps.” 


“T want—” Suguru had begun, inhaling. He’d thought of Satoru, of Riko, and the way their fates 
were sealed. “I don’t want—kids to go through what we went through anymore. I want to change 
that.” 


“Then there’s your motivation!” Haibara had said brightly. “Now you just have to figure out how 
you wanna go about it!” 


So he had thought about it. Haibara left a little while later and he stewed on it in the breakroom 
until Mimiko and Nanako woke up and he went to fix them lunch. Chewed his lip all through the 
next day and the next until Shoko frowned and told him his mouth looked like it’d been through a 
meat grinder. Lay awake all night, staring at his ceiling like it might help him sort through the 
mess scrambling his insides. Finally, he went to see Yaga. 


“Put me back in the field,” he’d said. Yaga had raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Give me the most 
dangerous missions you have from now on and don’t send anyone else. No one needs to die if it’s 
something I can handle.” 


Yaga hadn’t liked it. But the fact of the matter was that they were painfully short on shamans and 
still dealing with abnormally high numbers of curses, and the higher ups were pleased, if a little 
wary, that he was once again willing to fight for them. 


Of course, it wasn’t for them, though Suguru supposed they could see it that way if they wanted to. 
It was for Haibara, and Nanami, who quit for a year and a half but grudgingly came slinking back 
with the idea of becoming a teacher, and [jichi who wasn’t really proficient enough to be more than 
an assistant manager. It was for the new wave of first years who entered the school, nervous and 
unskilled. As many missions that were Grade | or above, he did his best to take. 


And then, as he eased himself back into it, going out on missions all across Japan, he’d run into 
Satoru again. They hadn’t spoken since that last phone call almost nine months back. They’d both 
been surprised to see each other. 


Satoru had changed his look. He wore a thin, gray jacket that hung to mid-thigh. His sunglasses 
were gone. Instead, a spool of white bandages was wrapped tightly over his eyes. Even then he 
seemed to recognize Suguru right away, pausing on the sidewalk across the street and turning his 
head to stare directly at him. 


Suguru narrowly evaded severe injury by car as he ignored the crosswalk in his rush to cross the 
street, but the angry honking of the driver was background noise as he stopped in front of Satoru, 
staring. It had been nearly two years since they’d seen each other in person. Five awkward seconds 
passed before Satoru finally cracked a smile. 


“Fancy seeing you here,” he’d said, and Suguru yanked him into a tight hug, heart pounding. 
“Sorry,” Satoru had mumbled into his shoulder. “I should have called again.” 


“I should have called,” Suguru said back. It had been hard to believe that Satoru was really there. 
“T had your new number. I just thought—I don’t know. You told me I was a good person, and I 
didn’t feel like one. I guess I was ashamed.” 


He’d known Satoru had always looked to him as his compass. Suguru was supposed to be the 
moral one, the righteous one. He supposed he’d been afraid Satoru would find him disappointing. 


But Satoru just let out a slightly strangled laugh. “After what / did?” 


Suguru exhaled then, laughed too. Squeezed him a little tighter. It seemed like such a silly notion 
now that Satoru was here in front of him again. “I guess not.” 


They’d talked for a while. Satoru followed him as he tracked down the curse he was looking for 
and ended up exorcising it for him, much to Suguru’s annoyance. He’d been planning to take that 
one in. 


“Sorry,” Satoru had said, though he hadn’t sounded very sorry. “Your mood gets worse whenever 
you swallow one of those things. I didn’t want it to ruin our conversation.” 


That had given him pause. The Satoru from before would’ ve simply shrugged and moved on, 
accepting Suguru’s need to gag down yet another foul-tasting curse for what it was. 


“How considerate of you,” Suguru had mumbled. And then, “You’re kind of different, huh?” 
“Different?” He’d only sounded curious. “Different how?” 
Suguru stuck his hands in his pockets. “Less of an asshole.” 


That earned him a jab to the ribs and a loud complaint, but eventually Satoru shrugged and 
scratched the nape of his neck, where the hair was buzzed short. The undercut was new, too. 


“So what have you been up to?” Suguru had finally asked, after some time. Satoru immediately 
perked up. 


“Freelancing,” he’d replied eagerly. “People put up jobs, I take them if I feel like it. Clean up 
nastier curses, sometimes curse users—which is a little weird, since I technically am one. Sorcerers 
too, but first I make sure they deserve it—okay, don’t look at me like that, I’m not evil. Just, 
Suguru, it’s been so much easier—” 


The relief evident in his voice had been so palpable, it hurt. Suguru suddenly missed him so badly, 
he didn’t know how to handle it. 


You could have stayed, he’d wanted to say. You could have done the same thing at the school, you 
could have argued for less of a workload, you didn’t have to leave me. Do you even know how bad 
it got for me after you left? 


Of course, that was all incredibly selfish, and entirely overlooked that the reason Satoru left in the 
first place was because he’d committed mass murder. He tried his best to squash that hideous part 
of himself down, but it was hard to ignore what he still wanted. 


“The higher ups hate your guts,” he told him instead, and Satoru cackled. 
“Figured. How about everyone else? What do Shoko and Nanami and Haibara think?” 


“Shoko says you're a dumbass. Haibara just thinks the whole thing is nuts—he’s right, by the way. 
Nanami told me that he doesn’t blame you. I think he actually respects you a little more, now.” 


That caught Satoru’s interest. His eyes gleamed. “Really?” 


“Really.” Suguru stuffed his hands into his pockets. “He quit for a while, but now he’s back. Says 
he’s gonna become a teacher.” 


Satoru snorted. “With that stick up his ass? Yeah right.” 


Suguru couldn’t help but laugh at that, and Satoru looked pleased. He mirrored Suguru, shoving 
his hands into the pockets of his jacket despite the heat of summer. “How ‘bout you, huh? You 
going the teacher route too? It’d suit you.” 


He couldn’t say he hadn’t thought about it. Mentor the new kids, watch out for their safety, make 
sure they had someone to point them in the right direction since no one had been there for him, or 
Satoru, or any of them, really. But Suguru couldn’t say with confidence that he could be that 
person, not anymore. Nanami fit that bill much better than he did. 


“Nah,” he’d replied. “Nah, I’m a full-time sorcerer since I’m the strongest one on call. There’s a lot 
to do, it wouldn’t be smart to divide my time up like that.” 


Perhaps there would have been more time with someone else sharing the burden. It remained 
unsaid, but Satoru heard it, judging by the way his mouth flattened and his shoulders went up. 
Suguru tried and failed to ignore the guilt, the little seed of bitterness. It wasn’t like he could be 
angry with Satoru. 


“T see,” Satoru had replied, and there was a note of falseness to his voice. “Don’t wear yourself 
out.” 


“T won't.” 


He would, inevitably. What happened after that would be a test of willpower, but maybe his sense 
of obligation towards young, innocent sorcerers would be enough. It was a slippery slope to 
balance on, and likely not what Haibara had in mind when he’d given him that advice, but Suguru 
could handle it. Probably. 


They’d lingered a few minutes longer, walking side by side down the sidewalk under the sun, and 
when they finally reached the intersection Satoru stopped. 


“T guess you need to get going, yeah?” he’d asked, and Suguru wished he wasn’t wearing those 
stupid bandages around his eyes. “We shouldn’t wait this long again, though. I wanna see you.” 


He wanted to see him too, as often as he could. “Might get in trouble for it.” 
“Why, you scared?” 

Suguru had eyed him, and then burst out laughing. “I’m not saying that anymore.” 
Satoru looked a little put out by it, lip jutting out. “Why not?” 

“T’m just not. Don’t you think it’s kinda childish?” 


Satoru had hesitated, eyebrows drawing together beneath their wrappings. Then he seemed to make 
up his mind, tilting his chin up at him. “Fine. /’// say it. We’re the strongest.” 


Suguru shook his head, half-exasperated. “I'll see you around, Satoru.” 
“Yeah, see you.” 


He waited until the light was red this time before crossing the street, and when he turned back 
around, Satoru was still standing there. Suguru waved. Satoru waved back. 


They’d done their best after that, tried to see each other as much as conceivably possible. 
Sometimes Satoru would show up randomly in the middle of his missions, popping out of nowhere 
to steal Suguru’s kill from under his nose. Sometimes they called like normal, secretively made 
plans to meet. As the years passed and Satoru grew especially bold, he started showing up at the 
school much to Yaga’s disgruntlement and Shoko’s amusement. 


He’d gone ahead and dumped Megumi and Tsumiki onto them too, not long after he met Suguru 
again for the first time. A couple more strays, he’d said, patting an aggrieved Megumi on the head 
while Tsumiki smiled at Suguru politely, and Suguru might have killed Satoru then and there if it 
weren’t for the kids. He had gall, handing over another pair of children when he knew Suguru had 
Mimiko and Nanako on his hands. Although, maybe it was better that Suguru was the one to look 
after them instead. 


So their relationship had settled. Not quite what it was before, but something else. It was even a 
little more open. Still, Suguru bottled up his feelings and sat on them spinelessly, watched as 
Satoru came and went and occasionally killed people the upper echelons were furious with him for 
killing, but in the end there was nothing they could do because he was Gojo Satoru and he was the 
strongest. 


Suguru is not weak, per say. 


“Just what?” Satoru pesters in present time as they sit together on the steps. “Do you not think I’m 
handsome anymore? Suguru, I don’t know what society’s been telling you but twenty-eight is not 
actually that old. I’m still dateable.” 


Suguru swats his face away as he leans into his space, far too close for comfort. “You can’t just 
show up and ask for a date, Satoru.” 


“Why? I know you like me.” 


Of course he’s figured it out, because he’s fucking insufferable. Then again, maybe Suguru was 
just never as subtle as he thought he was. “Who says I like you?” 


Satoru doesn’t even bother responding to that. He just sends him a look of disbelief so great, 
Suguru flushes. 


“Ts it because you’re worried about the windbags at the top? Because if you are, I can just—” 
Satoru draws a quick line across his own throat. “Y’ know.” 


“You can’t just—” Suguru mimics his motion, rolling his eyes. “They’d get replaced in a second, 
anyway. You know I’m not worried about myself, right? It’s the kids. They sent three of them on a 
special grade mission to try and get rid of Yuji a couple weeks back and nearly got Megumi and 
Nobara killed too. Then they claimed they didn’t know the grade had changed. They’re full of shit, 
but the more reasons they have to hate me, the worse [Il have to deal with.” 


Satoru frowns down at his hands. For a moment, Suguru thinks he’s seriously thinking about it, but 
then he says, “So you’re saying you would date me if you weren’t worried about that.” 


Suguru points a finger at him. “I’m not saying anything about dating you. I’m saying—god, this is 
so weird, can we drop this?” 


“Not yet.” Great, he’s determined. “Forget about everything else. Would you date me if you 
weren’t concerned with repercussions?” 


Would he? Putting aside all reservations, the lingering worry that the elders will try and use every 
bit of leverage they have on him to their own advantage, the fact that for the past ten years, Suguru 
has quietly and dutifully kept a lid on the feelings he used to wish he hadn’t developed—would he? 


God, he probably would. Suguru’s still so whipped, it’s not even funny. How embarrassing. He 
rubs the side of his jaw. “You can’t ask me that. You haven’t even said whether or not you like 


” 


me. 
“Are you serious?” 
“The serious-ist,” Suguru says, and tilts his head mockingly. 


But Satoru just squints at him behind his blindfold, which Suguru discerns by the way the fabric 
creases. “I’ve liked you since our second year.” 


Oh. 


Maybe he really is growing old. He isn’t sure what he’d expected to feel from that revelation, but 
the only reaction he has is a warm, pleasant stirring of his gut. “...Why didn’t you say anything?” 


“Suguru, I want you to think long and hard about the kind of person I was during our second year 
and how you might have reacted if I came up and confessed to you.” 


He would have punched him, probably. Or he wouldn’t have taken him seriously, because Satoru 
could never take anything seriously back then. Would have thought he was joking, or trying to get 
a rise out of him, or baiting him to embarrass him later, or...alright fine, Suguru gets it. 


He’d never say what happened on that mission was a good thing, but they’d both undoubtedly 
changed after that. It had forced them to mature in ways neither of them were comfortable or 
familiar with. Suguru still remembers the year he’d entered Jujutsu High, feeling rather grown up 
and self-important in the way that came with a strong sense of responsibility. It wasn’t until later 
that he realized how childish he’d been. 


They’re both clearly different now. The Satoru in front of him is not the same Satoru from ten 
years ago, or eight, or even five. Maybe they’ ve finally settled into their roles. 


“So what you mean is,” he settles on. “All these years, you actually wanted to stick your tongue 


down my throat?” 

Satoru chokes a little. ““No need to put it like that. Why are you smiling?” 

“No reason.” But he’s still smiling. “Can’t I smile if I want to?” 

“You can, but not when it turns creepy.” Satoru jabs him in the arm. “Okay, stop.” 
“No, I don’t want to.” He turns to Satoru, grinning. “Fine, one date. Take me out.” 


Is it strange that his own words feel like a shot of adrenaline? To suddenly feel as though they’re 
rushing things, even though it’s been an entire decade? Maybe it’s because it’s the first instance 
Satoru has reciprocated. Openly. With words. 


... Though thinking back on it, maybe it should have been a little more obvious. How many times 
had they slept in the same bed? Shared each other’s clothes? Offered each other bites of their ice 
cream or the straw of their milkshake? Wasn’t that technically an indirect kiss? 


Satoru, to his credit, is only red at the tips of his ears as he swivels his head towards the dirt. “You 
gave in pretty quickly. Thought I was gonna have to bribe you or something.” 


“You are bribing me,” Suguru reminds him. “You won’t tell me who’s after Yuji unless I go with 


”° 


you. 


“Oh, right. Forgot about that,” Satoru says, and then grins lopsidedly. “Was gonna tell you 
anyway, you know. Just wanted to hear you say yes.” 


Bastard. Of course. Suguru shakes his head. “Who is it, then?” 


“It’s a curse faction,” Satoru replies, crossing his ankles. “New group of Special Grades, 
apparently. I bumped into one a bit ago, managed to get a bit out of it before it was rescued by 
another. They’re looking to revive Sukuna, which means they’ Il want Yuji.” 


“T see,” Suguru says, but Satoru’s presence at his side curbs the worry and uncertainty gnawing at 
his gut. If he’s here, it will be fine—an echo of the words Satoru said to him on a beach in 
Okinawa what feels like a lifetime ago. “You said you talked to it? They’re sentient?” 


“Yeah. They’re strong.” Satoru glances at him. “Why? You scared?” 
“Enough of that,” Suguru groans, and Satoru cackles. 

“You shouldn’t be. We’re handling it together, after all.” 

“Changing the phrasing doesn’t matter when I still know what you mean.” 


“Nothing wrong with saying what’s true,” Satoru tells him, and Suguru’s heart skips a beat. 
“Always felt better when we worked with each other, anyway. So don’t worry. We’ ll figure this out 
and your kids will be fine.” 


“Not my kids,” Suguru tells him around the warm feeling bubbling up inside of him again. Was he 
always this mushy? How gross. “But fine. I guess [ll accept your help just this once.” 


“Works for me,” Satoru says, grinning. He lifts a fist, puts up a few fingers. “There are around four 
or five unregistered Special Grades. Probably working with curse users. All I’ve heard is one of 
them is a woman, stitches on her forehead. No clue what her deal is, but I wouldn’t worry too 
much about it. If it’s us, it'll be fine.” 


“Even if it’s us, you shouldn’t be careless,” Suguru says, rolling his eyes. 


“Tt’ll be fine. Enough depressing talk.” Satoru waves him off. “And don’t worry about the higher 
ups. If they give you shit for any of this, Pll handle it.” 


He raises an eyebrow. “How will you handle it?” 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
“That makes me worried.” 


“Just don’t.” Satoru stands up, brushing invisible dirt off his pants. “Or do, and spoil our date. 
Let’s go.” 


“Now?” Suguru frowns, but stands up after him. “How do you know I’m not busy?” 


“You’re not,” Satoru replies confidently as Suguru follows him away from the steps. “I made sure 
I cleared your schedule before coming. Your trip to Kyushu is cancelled, by the way, I took care of 
the curse this morning.” 


He’s torn between wanting to punch him and wanting to kiss him. Suguru settles for sighing loudly 
and aiming a kick at his ankles, which Satoru smugly sidesteps. 


“You should be thanking me! Doing your work for you when I don’t even get paid for it.” 
“My company is payment enough,” Suguru tells him. “Where’s this date at?” 


“Secret,” Satoru says as they start down the stone path back to the main courtyard. Suguru narrows 
his eyes. 


“It's not the aquarium again, is it?” 
“No.” Satoru’s shoes scuff against rock. “Absolutely not. I’m done with aquariums for good.” 
Suguru laughs in spite of himself, a half-amused huff of an exhale. 


“Yeah,” he says. “Me too.” 


Chapter End Notes 


was gonna write their date but got lazy and decided to leave it open instead Imao. u 
can decide where they went. 


will kenjaku ever bother them in this au? almost definitely, but i think they'd figure out 
a way around it. overall this au is a happier one, and somehow role reversal turned into 
an ‘everyone lives no one dies' fix-it. nanami and haibara are happily together and plan 
to retire in another decade to malaysia. maki is thriving under geto's teachings and is 
well on her way to head of the zenin clan. miminana grew up with two extra siblings + 
one annoying uncle who popped in from time to time to bother them and share sweets 
with their dad. so yeah. overall, happier :) 


u can find me on tumblr 


update: xed did an absolutely stunning comic of the flashback scene where gojo and 
geto meet again in the middle of the city and the composition left me hurting..please 
do urself a favor and look at it :") 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


